[Does serum HCV-RNA-positive hepatitis C differ from serum HCV-RNA-negative hepatitis C?].
Viral RNA is detectable in the serum of the majority but not all patients with chronic hepatitis C. Whether the viremic form differs from the non-viremic form of the disease is unknown. We therefore compared histology (modified Knodell score) and liver function (conventional liver function tests, galactose elimination capacity and aminopyrin breath test) of viremic (n = 45) and non-viremic (n = 37) patients with chronic hepatitis C. Neither the total histologic score, nor any of the individual histologic parameters assessed differed significantly in serum HCV RNA positive and negative patients. Compared to non-viremic subjects, patients with detectable HCV RNA in serum had slightly higher transaminases (p = ns), lower serum albumin (p < 0.05) and decreased galactose elimination capacity (p < 0.05). This trend towards more severe functional hepatic impairment in serum HCV RNA positive patients persisted when cirrhotics and non-cirrhotics were analyzed separately; it fell just short of reaching statistical significance, however, most probably due to the small number of subjects per patient group. The median age of serum HCV RNA positive cirrhotics was 17 years, and that of serum HCV RNA negative cirrhotics 22 years higher than that of the respective non-cirrhotics. Biochemical (transaminases) and histological (intralobular and piece-meal necrosis) markers of disease activity, as well as metabolic functional reserve (aminopyrin breath test, galactose elimination capacity) and histologic severity of fibrosis correlated only loosely (Rs = 0.24-0.56), albeit significantly (p < 0.05).(ABSTRACT TRUNCATED AT 250 WORDS)